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(54) Material treatment for reduced cutting energy and improved temperature capability of 
honeycomb seals 



(57) The present invention provides for a method to 
reduce the strength of the honeycomb (42) of a jet tur- 
bine stator (6), increasing its machinability, with a result- 
ant reduction in measured peak tooth temperature, 
while maintaining or even improving its high tempera- 
ture capability, so as not to limit its operating environ- 
ment. The air seal functionality is unaffected, and even 
improved in some instances. The machinability of the 
honeycomb (42) is increased by using a light element 
diffused into the honeycomb ribbon to produce the effect 
of reducing its strength and ductility while maintaining 
the environmental resistance needed. The present in- 
vention also includes the stator honeycomb produced 
by the foregoing method. 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates generally to ro- 
tating labyrinth seals and particularly to rotating laby- 
rinth seals having improved machinability for use in gas 
turbine engines for the propulsion of aircraft. 
[0002] Rotating labyrinth seals have a wide variety of 
uses and one such use is to effect sealing between ple- 
nums at different pressures in gas turbine engines. Such 
seals generally consist of two principal elements, i.e., a 
rotating seal and a static seal or shroud. The rotating 
seal, in cross section parallel to the axial length of the 
engine, frequently has rows of thin tooth-like projections 
extending radially from a relatively thicker base toward 
the static seal or shroud. The static seal or shroud is 
normally comprised of a thin honeycomb ribbon config- 
uration for jet engine applications. These principal ele- 
ments are generally situated circumferentially about the 
axial (lengthwise) dimension of the engine and are po- 
sitioned with a small radial gap therebetween to permit 
assembly of the rotating and static components. The 
purpose of the labyrinth seal arrangement is to minimize 
gas path leakage out of the primary gas path and to seg- 
regate different stages of the compressor which are at 
different temperatures and pressures. 
[0003] To a significant extent, engine efficiency de- 
pends upon minimizing this gas leakage around rotating 
components by controlling the gas flow to maximize in- 
teraction between the gas stream and the components 
in the primary gas path. The effectiveness of the turbine 
engine varies directly with the proportion of gas that im- 
pinges upon the blades of the rotating member. Closer 
tolerances between the rotating and static seals achieve 
greater efficiencies. The fabrication process to obtain 
these close tolerances is extremely costly and time-con- 
suming. 

[0004] When the gas turbine engine is operated, the 
elevated temperatures of operation cause the opposed 
static and rotating seals, such as those in the rotating 
labyrinth seals, to expand in a radial direction toward 
each other. The rotating labyrinth seals expand radially 
and rub into the shroud, creating frictional contact be- 
tween the thin projections of the rotating seal and the 
shroud. During the rub, there is high thermal compres- 
sion, with resultant high residual tensile stress after the 
rub. This frictional contact causes elevation of seal teeth 
temperatures in excess of 2,000 degrees F. with result- 
ing possible damage to one or both seal members. For 
example, rotating tips may crack and break off, signifi- 
cantly impairing the seal efficiency and operation of the 
engine. 

[0005] The thin, honeycomb ribbon construction of 
the shroud is used to reduce the surface area on which 
the seal teeth rub while reducing the weight of the struc- 
ture, and helps to minimize the heat transferred into the 
rotating seal, while also providing the required strength. 
In addition, the rotating labyrinth seal teeth tips are 
made thin in order to thermally isolate them from the 



supporting base or shell structure. However, excessive 
heat from deep rubs (even into honeycomb) during en- 
gine start-up and during engine excursions can damage 
the rotating knife edge seals, negatively affecting dura- 

5 bility and engine efficiency and providing a leak path for 
the flow of gases. Furthermore, material transfercan oc- 
cur which also degrades the seal characteristics. Cut- 
ting into even low-density honeycomb cells can still 
cause rotary seal tooth damage, leading to premature 

10 part retirement. 

[0006] Various coating techniques, for example, U.S. 
Patent No. 5,314,304 to Wiebe, have been employed to 
coat the inside diameter of the stator shroud with an 
abradable coating in an attempt to increase both service 

*5 life and operating efficiencies. The abradable coating 
can be worn away by the frictional contact of the rotating 
seal, thereby providing a close fitting channel in which 
the rotating seal may travel and maintaining efficiencies. 
One problem with an abradable coating system is that, 

20 over time, the abradable material filling the cells of hon- 
eycomb can separate from the substrate honeycomb as 
a result of thermal cycling. The abradable filler can then 
rub against the downstream blades causing engine vi- 
brations. Other problems include inadequate sealing, 

25 seizing of cooperating members, elevation of the tem- 
perature of the rotor teeth as a result of the frictional 
wear induced by contact with the abradable coating and 
local "hot-spots" with resulting burning of non-abradable 
members. 

30 [0007] Kobayashi et al. in U.S. Patent No. 6,039,535 
also addressed the problem of performance of the lab- 
yrinth seal for a centrifugal compressor. An abradable 
coating is applied over the casing. The improved seal is 
formed by bonding an additional layer of abradable ma- 

35 terial over the substrate material of the casing . The com- 
pressor clearances are set so that the tips of the rotating 
seal do not contact the substrate material casing, but 
rather only contact the abradable coating over the cas- 
ing. The overall thickness of the casing and coating is 

40 increased to fill the gap between the substrate material 
casing and the rotating labyrinth seal. Kobayashi et al., 
however, does not disclose the use of a thin, ribbon like 
honeycomb material for a casing, and hence does not 
recognize the problems associated with forming a hon- 

45 eycomb material from thin ductile sheets and subse- 
quently applying an abradable coating over the honey- 
comb material. 

[0008] Other attempts at increasing engine efficien- 
cies have included coating the seal teeth. For example, 
50 U.S. Patent No. 5,603,603 to Benoit et al. is directed to 
applying an abrasive tip coating to the seal teeth, and 
U.S. Patent No. 4,884,820 to Jackson et al. is directed 
to bonding a ceramic or metallic coating to the seal 
teeth. 

55 [0009] Another approach addressing rotating seal 
tooth durability has been to make the seal teeth more 
defect tolerant, such that cracks that form due to rubbing 
are benign. U.S. Patent No. 5,143,383 to Glynn et al. 
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relates to stepping the tooth profile to act as a crack ar- 
restor. This method has a disadvantage of being de- 
pendent on a relatively low mean stress and stress 
range to avoid having crack growth of critical size during 
the expected life of the typical gas turbine part. s 
[0010] U.S. to Patent No. 4,060,250 to Davis et al. is 
directed to non-aircraft centrifugal compressors, in 
which the carbon steel rotary elements are inlaid or coat- 
ed with a corrosion and heat resistant alloy, such as a 
chromium-containing nickel-based alloy, added to pro- 
tect the underlying low carbon steel from ignition. The 
surface of the rotatabte cylindrical member is character- 
ized by this metallurgically fused alloy protective coat- 
ing. 

[001 1 ] While much effort has been directed at improv- 
ing the rotating structure of the seal arrangement, There 
is a continuous need for improved designs for rotating 
labyrinth seal structures including improvements direct- 
ed to the static structure to increase both service life and 
engine operating efficiencies. The present invention ful- 
fills this need, and further provides related advantages. 
[0012] The present invention provides for a method to 
increase the machinability of the honeycomb of the sta- 
tionary portion of a labyrinth seal. The increased 
machinability of the stationary portion of the labyrinth 
seal, referred to as a shroud, results in a reduction in 
the measured peak tooth temperature of the rotating 
seal teeth of the rotating portion of the labyrinth seal, 
while maintaining or even improving the high tempera- 
ture capability of the rotating labyrinth seal, so as not to 
limit its operating environment. The sealing functionality 
of the rotating labyrinth seal is unaffected, and even im- 
proved in some instances, by the method of the present 
invention. The improved machinability of the shroud re- 
sults in less friction between the shroud and the rotating 
teeth, thereby reducing damage to the teeth. 
[0013] After forming a honeycomb, which will be used 
as a seal or shroud, from a thin ribbon of ductile sub- 
strate material such as a superalloy material, the 
machinability of the honeycomb is increased by select- 
ing a lightweight diffusible element that is capable of af- 
fecting the ductility of the substrate material by making 
it more frangible, that is to say, causing it to fracture into 
small particles in a machining event. The lightweight, dif- 
fusible element is diffused at a preselected, elevated 
temperature into the honeycomb ribbon substrate to 
cause a coating to be formed at or below the surface of 
the substrate. This coating causes the surface of the 
honeycomb to have mechanical properties that are dif- 
ferent from the unaffected and underlying substrate por- 
tion of the honeycomb. The coating imparts improved 
machinability to that portion of the substrate into which 
it is grown, while also reducing the ductility of the sub- 
strate surface. The coating grown into the surface of the 
substrate has an effective, preselected depth that is thin. 
[0014] However, the thin coating is frangible, while the 
underlying substrate of the shroud remains ductile. 
Thus, the outer portion of the honeycomb seal having 



the thin coating has different machining characteristics 
than the underlying base material substrate of the 
shroud. 

[0015] The present invention also includes the stator 
honeycomb shroud produced by the foregoing method 
of growing a diffusion coating into the substrate surface. 
[0016] One advantage of the present invention is that 
the improved machinability of the honeycomb results in 
a reduced labyrinth rotor seal tooth temperature during 
the rub of the rotating labyrinth seal into the honeycomb 
shroud . Reduced temperature leads to reduced dam- 
age to the seal tooth, thus reducing the propensity to 
crack and hence propagate, and thereby increasing the 
service life. 

[0017] Another advantage of the present invention is 
the reduced torque resistance. Because less torque is 
produced during the rub, simpler rotor designs may be 
produced, since they no longer require anti-rotation fea- 
tures. This is because friction alone on rabbets, which 
are radial contacts in a rotor assembly that maintain con- 
centricity of the rotor, Is adequate to maintain the rotat- 
ing seal in position during rubs. 
[0018] Still another advantage is the reduced metal 
transfer between honeycomb shroud and tooth tip, high- 
ly beneficial to maintaining seal clearances. The metal 
transfer is generally local in nature, causing a local high 
spot on the rotor which will then become the only place 
future rubs occur. This has the negative effect of leaving 
the remainder of the circumference with a larger gap as 
the local high spot on the rotor removes material sub- 
stantially uniformly from the stator, resulting in greater 
engine inefficiencies. Less metal transfer results in a 
smaller gap and greater engine efficiencies. 
[0019] Yet another advantage is that environmental 
resistance can be maintained or selectively improved for 
assuring that part life will not be shortened as a result 
of the improved machinability. 

[0020] Another advantage is the reduction in the ten- 
dency of the rotating labyrinth seal to go out-of-round. 
Because rotating labyrinth seals are rarely manufac- 
tured perfectly concentric with the stator, local rubs are 
the norm. Out-of-roundness of the rotating seal results 
from local rubbing against the corresponding, adjacent 
shroud and subsequent sinusoidal thermal gradients 
which occur due to local rub. This out-of-roundness can 
result in deeper rubs into the shroud, resulting in even 
larger post-rub clearances. These deeper rubs can pro- 
vide an increase in the amount of heat input into the 
teeth, resulting in damage or ultimate failure of the teeth. 
The decreased tooth heating of the present invention 
will reduce the tendency of the local rubs to cause deep- 
er rubs and hence reduce the tendency of the seal to 
have larger post-rub clearances as the out-of-round 
conditions are minimized. Damage to the rotating seal 
teeth is also reduced. 

[0021] The invention will now be described in greater 
detail, by way of example, with reference to the draw- 
ings, in which:- 
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Fig. 1 is a representation of a jet turbine compressor 
rotor and stator; 

Fig. 2 is a representation of a partial section of a 
honeycomb shroud; 

Fig. 3 is a cross-section of a compressor showing 
the labyrinth seal teeth adjacent the honeycomb 
shroud; 

Fig. 4 is a perspective view of a stepped labyrinth 
seal arrangement showing the teeth of the labyrinth 
seal adjacent the honeycomb shroud; 

Fig. 5 is a photomicrograph of the coating produced 
by vapor phase deposition at 1 750 ° F at four hours; 

Fig. 6 is a photomicrograph of the coating produced 
by vapor phase deposition at 1775° F at six hours; 

Fig. 7 is a graph displaying Measured Peak Tooth 
Temperatures at varying Rub Energy/Rub Volume; 
and 

Fig. 8 is a graph displaying Average Pyrometer 
Temperature at varying Rub Energy/Volume. 

[0022] Referring now to the Figures, where like parts 
have the same numbers, in accordance with a preferred 
embodiment of the invention, there is shown generally 
in Figure 1 a segmented view of an axial flow compres- 
sor 2 of a typical jet engine having a compressor rotor 
4 and stator 6. The compressor rotor of Fig. 1 is com- 
prised of a series of compressor blades 20 assembled 
to compressor disks 22, with the compressor disks as- 
sembled to a common shaft 24. The rotating labyrinth 
seals of the present invention are not shown in Fig. 1 , 
but are located on the compressor rotor at 26, between 
compressor disks 22. The stator 6, which is stationary, 
is comprised of a series of vanes 30 that axially direct 
the flow of air through the compressor as the rotating 
compressor blades 20 move and compress the air in an 
axial direction. The compressor blades 20 rotate be- 
tween the compressor vanes 30 forming distinct stages 
of different pressures and temperatures. Associated 
with vanes 30, but positioned radially inward from the 
vanes, and opposite the rotating labyrinth seals of the 
compressor rotor 4 are shrouds made of thin, honey- 
comb ribbons. While the method of this invention is par- 
ticularly adapted to the labyrinth seals, which are com- 
prised of a rotating labyrinth seal positioned on the rotor 
4 between disks 22 and a stationary seal or shroud 
along stators 6 comprised of thin honeycomb ribbon, the 
thin honeycomb ribbon having improved machinability 
and requiring reduced cutting energy while having im- 
proved temperature capability, other structures may be 
prepared using this method, if desired. 
[0023] Shown in Fig. 2 is a section of the generally 



cylindrical stationary seal or shroud 40 which is posi- 
tioned in the stator 6 and comprised of a honeycomb 
structure 42 that is generally cylindrical and typically 
bonded to a backing ring (not shown in Fig. 2). One 

s method for forming the honeycomb structure is by cor- 
rugating, stacking and joining thin ductile sheets of ma- 
terial such as nickel or nickel base superalloys. Braze 
alloy compatible with the ductile material sheet is placed 
at attachment points between the honeycomb structure 

10 and the backing ring. For example, nickel that includes 
a melting depressant such as boron or silicon may be 
used as a braze alloy with a Ni base sheet such as 
HAST-X. On cooling, the sheets, previously attached to 
each other by a joining process such as tack welding, 

15 are to the backing ring at attachment points 44 by braz- 
ing. 

[0024] Fig. 3 is a cross-section of a compressor 2 that 
depicts honeycomb shrouds 40 assembled to compres- 
sor vanes 30. Adjacent to shrouds 40 are rotating laby- 

20 rinth seals 28 positioned on the rotating portion of the 
compressor between compressor disks 22. The rotating 
labyrinth seals 28 each have at least one tooth 50 pro- 
jecting in an outward radial direction toward the shrouds 
40. Compressor blades 20 are shown assembled to the 

25 outer circumference 23 of compressor disks 22, and po- 
sitioned in the gas flow path between vanes 30. As is 
evident from Fig. 3, the radial expansion of the rotating 
portion of the compressor during engine operation will 
cause the teeth 50 of the rotating labyrinth seals 28 to 

30 bear against the honeycomb of the shroud, causing ma- 
terial to be removed from the shroud. Fig. 4 is a perspec- 
tive view of the teeth of a rotating labyrinth seal 28 bear- 
ing against a honeycomb shroud 40 joined to a backing 
strip 60 of a stepped labyrinth seal. Other engine struc- 

35 ture has been removed for clarity. The direction of rota- 
tion of teeth 50 is perpendicular to a line drawn from a 
vane through the blade teeth, that is, perpendicular to 
the projection of the blade teeth, or into the plane of the 
figure substantially in the direction of the arrows. As can 

^0 be seen, it is desirable for the material from shroud 40 
to be removed as a small frangible particle rather than 
by melting, which requires more energy for removal, 
thereby heating teeth 50. 

[0025] While the foregoing applications refer to the 
45 labyrinth seal used in the compressor portion of the gas 
turbine engine, it will be understood that a similar me- 
chanical design for a labyrinth seal arrangement is used 
in the turbine or hot portion of the gas turbine engine to 
separate and isolate the various stages of the turbine 
so sections from one another. The materials used in the hot 
section are different, utilizing nickel-base superalloys 
rather than titanium-base alloys, as the nickel-base su- 
peralloys have been adapted to survive at the high tem- 
peratures and severe environments of the turbine sec- 
55 tion of the engine. 

[0026] The method of this invention is performed by 
exposing the ductile material forming the honeycomb, 
for example, ribbon material, to a light element such as 
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aluminum, nitrogen, hydrogen or boron at high temper- 
atures to allow the light element to diffuse into the sur- 
face of the honeycomb and alter the surface character- 
istics of the honeycomb by forming a brittle phase that 
can be more easily machined. For example, it is known 5 
that aluminide coatings such as titanium aluminide (TiAl) 
and nickel aluminide (NiAl) can have brittle characteris- 
tics in a range of temperatures below the Ductile-Brittle 
Transition Temperature (DBTT), and that a boronized 
surface can reduce the ductility of high-strength nickel 
based sheet metal by embrittling it. Although boron is a 
light element which can diffuse away quickly in hot sec- 
tions of the turbine engine in which the temperatures in 
the region of the seal or shroud can approach 1 800° F, 
it can be utilized in the cold sections of the engine such 
as the compressor or in non-flow path areas of the tur- 
bine where the maximum temperatures reached are 
generally In a range below about 1 300° F (about 700°C) . 
At these operating temperatures, further diffusion of alu- 
minum or even a light element such as boron is minimal, 
and the diffusion coating will not continue to grow into 
the substrate base material. Thus, it is possible to grow 
a diffusion coating into a thin substrate to provide a thin, 
frangible surface layer while maintaining a ductile base 
material underlying the thin surface layer. In higher tem- 
perature applications, such as combustor regions and 
turbine sections, braze alloys for the honeycomb can 
have solidus temperatures above about 1900° F. In a 
preferred embodiment for high temperature applica- 
tions, the coating is applied to the honeycomb at a tem- 
perature lower than the lowest solidus temperature 
braze alloy used in the assembly of the part or compo- 
nent, typically lower by about 25-50° F. As an example, 
a low pressure turbine vane uses a braze alloy with a 
solidus temperature of about 2100° F. The honeycomb 
was coated in accordance with the present invention at 
a temperature in the range of about 1925-1975° F for 
about 2-6 hours. 

[0027] The thickness of the honeycomb ribbon sub- 
strate forming the shroud is generally from about 0.001 
inch to about 0.005 inch, typically about 0.003 inch. Hon- 
eycomb cell width is typically about 1/16" (0.063"), 
1/32" (0.032") or 1/8 inch (0.125"). The honeycomb cell 
height is between about M" (0.25") to about W (0.5"). 
[0028] While the depth of the rub may be as great as 
0.090 inch, rub depth is typically about 0.015 inch to 
about 0.020 inch for 360° of travel, with about 0.060 inch 
depth considered severe. 

[0029] The coating may be applied by a vapor phase 
deposition process, by a pack-process, by an activated 
aluminum-containing tape, referred to as CODAL tape, 
or by slurry, typically after the honeycomb material has 
been formed. The coating is then diffused into the base 
material forming the honeycomb. The regions of attach- 
ment of the honeycomb to the backing plate may be 
masked, if desired to protect these regions from expo- 
sure to the lightweight elements in order to facilitate 
brazing. After the coating is applied by exposing the sub- 



strate base material sheet to the light weight element 
promoting the formation of the diffusion coating at ele- 
vated temperature, the masking material is removed so 
that brazing of the honeycomb to the backplate can be 
accomplished in a conventional manner. It is also pos- 
sible to apply the coating after brazing the honeycomb 
to the backing structure. 

[0030] As previously noted, the coating may be 
formed by any of several methods. One method for 
forming an aluminide coating is vapor phase aluminiding 
(VPA) which can be accomplished by a pack process or 
by an over the pack process. In a pack process, the sub- 
strate is placed into a powder that includes aluminum 
as well as inert powder. However, other lightweight pow- 
ders may be substituted for aluminum to achieve a dif- 
ferent type of frangible coating. In one form, the powder 
can be packed into the cells of the honeycomb prior to 
heating. The brazed areas may be masked, if desired, 
to minimize the exposure of these areas to the light- 
weight element such as aluminum. In another form, the 
substrate sheets may be packed into the powder with 
appropriate masking prior to forming the honeycomb 
structure as previously discussed. An activator is also 
included in the powder to enhance the exposure of the 
substrate to the lightweight element. The packed sub- 
strate is heated to a predetermined elevated tempera- 
ture for a preselected time to allow the light weight ele- 
ment to diffuse into the substrate a predetermined dis- 
tance forming a coating having a thickness correspond- 
ing to the predetermined distance. The depth of diffusion 
of the element into the substrate is determined by the 
temperature of exposure and time at temperature. An- 
other VPA method for growing a diffusion coating into 
the substrate is by an over-the-pack process. The mech- 
anism of formation of the diffusion coating by growth into 
the substrate is similar in the over-the-pack process to 
the pack process. The major difference in the over-the- 
pack process is that the substrate is suspended overthe 
powders ratherthan being in direct physical contact with 
the powders. The gaseous lightweight elements form a 
gas phase on heating which flows over the suspended 
substrate. The lightweight elements flow over and are 
deposited onto the substrate surface and subsequently 
diffuse into the substrate surface. 
[0031] The pack-powder process, when powder is 
packed into the honeycomb cell, produces a more uni- 
form coating thickness from the top of the honeycomb 
cell to the base of the honeycomb eel! adjacent the back- 
ing plate, whereas over-the-pack processing produces 
a gradient of coating thickness which decreases in the 
direction from the top of the cell to the backing plate. 
Thus, a substrate in which the coating is formed by dif- 
fusing the light weight element by using a- pack will have 
a substantially uniform amount of this element distribut- 
ed along the honeycomb wall, hence resulting in a coat- 
ing of substantially uniform thickness, so that the 
amount of the brittle, frangible phase will be located in 
the structure uniformly throughout the honeycomb cell. 
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Thus, the honeycomb cell is characterized by the same 
uniform frangibility, regardless of the depth of the rub by 
the rotating labyrinth seal into the honeycomb cell. For 
a coating produced by an over-the-pack process, the 
amount of the coating resulting from diffusion of the 
lightweight element is greater at the honeycomb surface 
opposite the backing plate, and diminishes as the back- 
ing plate is approached. Physically, this results in the 
formation of a greater quantity of the brittle, frangible 
phase at the surface of the honeycomb opposite the 
backing plate and closer to the labyrinth seal. The 
amount of this frangible phase decreases with increas- 
ing depth into the honeycomb cell toward the backing 
plate. In this circumstance, the mechanical behavior of 
the substrate will change with increasing incursion of the 
rotating labyrinth seal into the honeycomb substrate. 
For a nickel base alloy that has been aluminided for suf- 
ficient time so that a NiAl phase predominates at or near 
the surface of the substrate, the mechanical behavior of 
the substrate at the surface will be controlled by the pre- 
dominant NiAl phase, so that it will be very frangible. 
Upon contact with the rotating labyrinth seal, the pre- 
dominant NiAl phase will cause the surface to form very 
small powder-like particles as it is worn into. Of course, 
as the incursion into the honeycomb structure increases 
and the coating thickness decreases, the predominance 
of the NiAl phase will decrease until the nickel base alloy 
predominates. Thus, with increasing depth into the sur- 
face, the particles will become larger and less powder- 
like and the material will become more ductile, so that 
deformation changes from substantially brittle to sub- 
stantially ductile. 

[0032] Another method for forming a coating is by ap- 
plication of a tape containing the lightweight, diffusible 
element, an activator and an adhesive. The adherable 
tape that includes the diffusible element and an activator 
is adhered to the substrate that is to be coated. For ex- 
ample, an aluminide coating may be formed by use of 
CODAL tape, which includes aluminum and an alumi- 
num activator. A typical CODAL tape is about 0.050" in 
thickness and is adhered directly to the surface that is 
to be exposed to the elemental aluminum. Tape proc- 
esses such as CODAL tape provides for more accurate 
control of the coating method, as the diffusion coatings, 
diffusion aluminide coatings for CODAL tape, are grown 
into the substrate below the tape. Thus, areas to which 
the tape is not applied do not experience measurable 
amounts of the diffusion coating. Thus, areas which are 
desired to be free of the diffusion coating, such as areas 
in which braze alloy is or will be present, may not require 
masking. When CODAL tape is used, an aluminide dif- 
fusion coating is achieved when the aluminum source 
powder provided in the tape layer by combining the pow- 
der and an activator with a binder that decomposes sub- 
stantially without residue upon heating to the predeter- 
mined temperature for the preselected time to achieve 
the desired depth of coating. 

[0033] Another method for growing a coating of the 



present invention into the surface of a substrate is by 
application of a slurry. The slurry is a viscous combina- 
tion of an evaporable carrier fluid such as deionized wa- 
ter, the lightweight element, for example aluminum, a 

5 bindersuch as clay and an activator. It is applied directly 
to the surface of the substrate. As the carrier fluid quickly 
evaporates, the binder adheres the aluminum and acti- 
vator to the surface of the part which is to have the dif- 
fusion aluminide coating formed by growth. After appli- 

10 cation of the slurry and evaporation of the carrier fluid, 
the coating is grown into the substrate in the usual man- 
ner by heating to a predetermined temperature for a 
preselected time. The slurry method is similar to the tape 
method in that the diffusion layer is only grown into the 

15 substrate in locations where the slurry is applied directly 
to the substrate. Other substrate areas are unaffected. 
The slurry method is preferred over the tape method as 
the slurry is easier to apply. 

[0034] The preferred coating thickness is functional 

20 by percentage of ribbon thickness and the amount of 
cutting energy desired to be reduced, with a minimum 
coating of about 0.00005". Typically, for a ribbon having 
a thickness of about 1 .2 mils, the coating thickness is 
about 0.2 - 0.3 mil on either side of the ribbon. While 

25 even a very small amount of diffusion depth of the light 
weight element into the substrate reduces cutting 
strength, the coating thickness is preferably between 
about 25 percent to about 75 percent of substrate ribbon 
thickness, most preferably, about 50 percent of sub- 

30 strate ribbon thickness, with, ideally, 25 percent of the 
depth occurring on each side of the substrate ribbon. 
[0035] Aluminum is the preferred deposition material 
and vapor phase deposition (VPA) is another effective 
means of delivering the aluminum in order to more uni- 

35 formly distribute the coating into the honeycomb cells. 
As diffusion is both time and temperature dependent, 
these variables can be controlled to achieve the desired 
diffusion depth. Control of diffusion depth is necessary 
to achieve an optimal balance of honeycomb ribbon 

40 toughness so as not to over embrittle the ribbon, with 
the resultant potential for handling damage, yet simul- 
taneously make the material more machinable. While 
diffusion is both time and temperature dependent, be- 
cause the depth of diffusion into the substrate ribbon is 

45 small and must be accurately controlled, it is preferred 
to control the process by using longer times and slightly 
lower temperatures than would be used in other appli- 
cations, such as application of environmental diffusion 
coatings. Low temperature diffusion is also required in 

so situations in which the diffusion coating is applied after 
brazing the honeycomb to the backing structure to avoid 
reflow of the brazing material. 

[0036] While the slurry and tape methods have been 
effective in forming a diffusion coating only in areas of 
55 contact with the slurry and tape, VPA should be applied 
either prior to formation of the honeycomb using mask- 
ing materials or after honeycomb formation. Because 
the diffusion coating may inhibit brazing flow, masking 
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preferably is used to prevent deposition of a coating in 
those regions in which brazing is required prior to use 
of VPA to form the coating. Other methods may be uti- 
lized to remove the diffusion coating after a VPA treat- 
ment prior to formation of the honeycomb and can be 
utilized, but such methods are not preferred as these 
methods require at least localized material removal in 
those areas in which brazing is accomplished. 
[0037] It is preferable to form the coating on the hon- 
eycomb base material, most preferably by a slurry after 
honeycomb formation and brazing of the honeycomb to 
the back plate. Temperature and time are key factors in 
achieving diffusion, and the coatings can be formed by 
any of the above processes in a temperature range of 
from 1600°F to 21 00° F for times of 0.5 to 6 hours. The 
diffusion process is governed by Fick's Second Law, 
whose solution yields x 2 = D*t where x is the mean pen- 
etration distance of the element, t is the elapsed time for 
diffusion and D is the diffusion coefficient of the element 
and is exponentially related to temperature by the for- 
mula D = D 0 e- Q/kT . Diffusion coefficients at various tem- 
peratures are available for common elements such as 
aluminum and boron. As previously noted, the lower 
temperatures and longer times are preferred for the thin 
honeycomb ribbon used for shrouds. The preferred 
coating process is performed at about 1 750 ° F to about 
1 775° F for about 4 to about 6 hours. This temperature 
will achieve the diffusion to the preselected depth by 
producing a frangible surface region with an underlying 
ductile substrate, yet not disbond or distort the honey- 
comb material, while remaining below the solidus tem- 
perature of the braze alloy, typically about 1 800° F, used 
to bond the honeycomb to its backing ring. 
[0038] The following example demonstrates the re- 
duction in rub energy per unit volume of honeycomb re- 
moved, with resultant decrease in average and peak 
temperatures. 

Example 1 

[0039] Samples of 1/16" cell, 1 .2 mil ribbon HAST-X 
honeycomb with simulated backing were coated with an 
aluminide coating utilizing a vapor phase deposition 
process and qualitatively tested for resulting tensile 
strength. The honeycomb material was attached to the 
backing plate utilizing AMS 4777 braze alloy having a 
solidus temperature in the range of 1900 - 2000° F. 
[0040] One sample was exposed to a vapor phase 
aluminide deposition at 1750 0 F for four hours, and a 
second sample was exposed at 1 775 ° F for six hours. 
The sample exposed at 1 750 ° F for four hours was eas- 
ier to tear using simple hand manipulation than uncoat- 
ed material indicating reduced shear strength, but still 
remained quite strong. As seen in Fig. 5, a photomicro- 
graph taken after diffusion aluminiding at 1750° F for 
four hours, diffusion did occur; however, the diffusion 
coating was judged to be incomplete. There was little or 
no elemental material addition of aluminum in the ribbon 



thickness, measured at about 1 .2 mils. 
[0041 ] The second sample exposed at 1 775° F for six 
hours was even easier to tear using simple hand manip- 
ulation than the first sample, indicating a lower shear 

5 strength than the first sample. The photomicrograph of 
Fig. 6 indicates that at an exposure at 1775° F for six 
hours that sufficient aluminum had diffused into the sur- 
face of the honeycomb to form an aluminide coating at 
and near the surface of the substrate. The ribbon thick- 

10 ness of the substrate measured at about 1 .3 mils, indi- 
cating that some aluminum had diffused into the sub- 
strate and combined with the HASTX alloy, causing at 
least a partial transformation to a brittle NiAI-type phase 
within the substrate matrix. The sample exposed at 

15 1775°F for six hours was considered best suited for a 
rub test because of the presence of the brittle phase. 
[0042] Baseline sample drums with honeycomb al- 
ready brazed in (rub drums) were prepared using 
HAST-X 1/32" cell, 1 .2 mil foil; HAST-X 1/1 6" cell 1 .2 mil 

20 foil; and HAYNES 214 1/8" cell, 5 mil foil. A test rub drum 
of HAST-X 1/16" cell 1 .2 mil foil was exposed to a VPA 
process at 1 775° F for six hours, subjected to a rub test 
using a rotating rig, and the results compared to a base- 
line rub test of drums without a diffusion coating. 

25 [0043] As can be seen in the graphs of Figs. 7 and 8, 
the VPA treated samples had a reduction in peak tooth 
temperature and heat affected zone (HAZ) temperature 
in excess of 800° F in certain applications as compared 
to untreated samples. Although a greater reduction in 

30 peak tooth temperature was found for the 1/16 inch 
cells, on average about 500° F, than for the smaller 1/32 
inch cells, there was a still a substantial, although small- 
er, average temperature reduction for the 1/32 inch cells 
of about 300° F. 

35 [0044] The reduction or elimination of the heat affect- 
ed zone as a result of applying a frangible coating to a 
stationary portion of a labyrinth seal or shroud by the 
method of the present invention will significantly reduce 
the number of cracked seal events during engine oper- 

^o ation and will improve engine operation and efficiency. 
While the reduced cutting energy produced by the 
present invention is beneficial for use in both the hot and 
cold sections of the turbine engine, the beneficial effects 
of a diffusion aluminide coating in providing environ- 
mental protection to the shroud in the hot engine section 
is yet another added benefit. 

[0045] Furthermore, the method of the present inven- 
tion is applicable to virtually all metallic honeycomb 
seals, allows for diffusion coating of completed com- 

50 pressor and turbine assemblies, thereby reducing pro- 
duction costs and improves the environmental durability 
of the seals, which is of particular benefit for honeycomb 
seals used in the hot turbine portion of the gas turbine 
engine. The present invention additionally provides the 

55 ability to apply or selectively re-coat or diffuse light ele- 
ments such as boron or aluminum to areas that have 
been cut during engine service, further reducing overall 
engine service life costs by increasing the replacement 
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interval or the shroud or seal assembly. Furthermore, 
the honeycomb seals of the present invention provide a 
benefit to the mating rotor seals. By providing honey- 
comb that reduces the wear on the mating rotor seal 
teeth, the life of the rotor seals will be increased, thereby 
increasing the interval between seal teeth refurbish- 
ment. The current practice of stripping and recoating 
seal teeth whenever the matching stator is replaced may 
not be needed with the present invention. 
[0046] For the sake of good order, various aspects of 
the invention are set out in the following clauses:- 

1 . A method for producing a honeycomb seal (40) 
having reducing cutting energy and improving the 
temperature capability for use in a turbine engine, 
comprising the steps of: 

forming a honeycomb seal (40) from a thin rib- 
bon of ductile substrate material; 
selecting an easily diffusible element capable 
of affecting the ductility of the substrate mate- 
rial; 

exposing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffus- 
ible element at an elevated temperature, there- 
by diffusing the easily diffusible element into the 
substrate material to an effective depth to form 
a frangible coating extending to the effective 
depth overlying the ductile substrate, while 
maintaining the effective environmental resist- 
ance of the honeycomb seal (40). 

2. The method of clause 1 wherein the step of se- 
lecting an easily diffusible element includes select- 
ing an element from the group consisting of alumi- 
num, nitrogen, hydrogen and boron. 

3. The method of clause 1 wherein the step of ex- 
posing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffusible el- 
ement includes applying the diffusible element to 
the honeycomb seal (40) using a vapor phase dep- 
osition process. 

4. The method of clause 1 wherein the step of ex- 
posing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffusible el- 
ement at an elevated temperature includes an ele- 
vated temperature below a temperature for brazing 
the honeycomb seal (40) to a backing plate. 

5. The method of clause 3 wherein the vapor phase 
deposition process is performed at the elevated 
temperature in the range of about 1 750° F - 1 825° F 
for a time of about 4 to about 6 hours. 

6. The method of clause 5 wherein the vapor phase 
deposition process is performed at the elevated 
temperature of 1 775° F for about 6 hours. 

7. The method of clause 3 wherein the vapor dep- 



osition process is performed at the elevated tem- 
perature in the range of about 1 925° F - 1 975° F for 
a time of about 2 to about 6 hours. 

5 8. The method of clause 1 wherein the step of ex- 
posing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffusible el- 
ement includes applying the diffusible element to 
the honeycomb seal (40) using a pack process. 

io 9. The method of clause 1 wherein the step of ex- 
posing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffusible el- 
ement includes applying the diffusible element to 
the honeycomb seal (40) using an adherable tape 
having the diffusible element. 

15 

1 0. The method of clause 1 wherein step of expos- 
ing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffusible ele- 
ment includes diffusing the element to a depth of 
about 25 percent to about 75 percent of substrate 

20 material thickness. 

11 . The method of clause 1 wherein step of expos- 
ing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffusible ele- 
ment includes diffusing the element to a depth of 

25 about 50 percent of ribbon thickness. 

1 2. The method of clause 1 wherein step of expos- 
ing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffusible ele- 
ment includes exposing a first side of the thin ribbon 

30 and a second side of the thin ribbon to the diffusion 
element so that a frangible coating is formed to 
about eq ual depths on the first side of the thin ribbon 
and on the second side of the thin ribbon. 

35 13. The method of clause 2 wherein the diffusible 
element is diffused into the substrate material to a 
depth of at least about 0.00005". 

1 4. A honeycomb seal (40) having reducing cutting 
40 energy and improving the temperature capability for 

use in a turbine engine, produced by the steps of: 

forming a honeycomb seal (40) from a thin rib- 
bon of ductile substrate material; 
45 selecting an easily diffusible element capable 

of affecting the ductility of the substrate mate- 
rial; and 

exposing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffus- 
ible element at an elevated temperature, there- 

so by diffusing the easily diffusible element into the 

substrate material to an effective depth to form 
a frangible coating extending to the effective 
depth overlying the ductile substrate, while 
maintaining the effective environmental resist- 

55 ance of the honeycomb seal (40). 

15. A ribbon material for use as a stationary portion 
of a labyrinth seal (40) used in a turbine engine, the 
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material comprising: 

a thin strip of ductile superalloy material of 
preselected thickness selected from the group 
consisting of nickel, cobalt, and iron based su- 5 
peralloys, and, 

a frangible coating formed by diffusing a light- 
weight diffusible element into the ductile super- 
alloy material to an effective depth, thereby re- 
ducing the cutting energy required when re- io 
moving material from the ribbon material. 



16. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the 
lightweight, diffusible element is selected from the 
group consisting of aluminum, hydrogen and boron. 

17. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the 
coating is formed by diffusing the lightweight, diffus- 
ible element using a vapor phase deposition proo- 



fs 
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18. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the 
vapor phase deposition process is performed at 
about 1 750° F to about 1 825° F for about 4 to about 

6 hours. 25 

19. The ribbon material of clause 18 wherein the 
vapor phase deposition process is performed at 
about 1775° F. for about 6 hours. 

30 

20. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the 
coating is formed by diffusing the lightweight, diffus- 
ible element using a pack process. 

21. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the 35 
coating is formed by diffusing the lightweight, diffus- 
ible element using an adherable tape that includes 

the diffusible element. 

22. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the *o 
coating is formed by diffusing the lightweight, diffus- 
ible element to a depth of about 25 percent to about 

75 percent of a thickness of the ribbon material. 

23. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the *s 
coating is formed by diffusing the lightweight diffus- 
ible element to the effective depth of about 50 per- 
cent of a thickness of the ribbon material. 

24. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the so 
thin strip of superalloy material is further comprised 

of a first side and an opposed second side, wherein 
the-effective depth of diffusion of the lightweight el- 
ement is the about the same on the first ribbon side 
and on the second ribbon side. ss 

25. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the 
frangible coating is formed by diffusing the light- 



weight, diffusible element to a depth of at least 
about 0.00005" into a surface of the superalloy ma- 
terial. 

26. The ribbon material of clause 15 wherein the 
thin strip of ductile, superalloy material is a honey- 
comb comprised of a superalloy material. 

27. The ribbon material of clause 26 wherein the 
thickness of the honeycomb comprised of superal- 
loy material is about 0.001 inch to about 0.005 inch, 
and each cell in the honeycomb has a width of about 
1/32" to about 1/8". 



Claims 

1 . A method for producing a honeycomb seal (40) hav- 
ing reducing cutting energy and improving the tem- 
perature capability for use in a turbine engine, com- 
prising the steps of: 

forming a honeycomb seal (40) from a thin rib- 
bon of ductile substrate material; 
selecting an easily diffusible element capable 
of affecting the ductility of the substrate mate- 
rial; 

exposing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffus- 
ible element at an elevated temperature, there- 
by diffusing the easi ly diffusible element into the 
substrate material to an effective depth to form 
a frangible coating extending to the effective 
depth overlying the ductile substrate, while 
maintaining the effective environmental resist- 
ance of the honeycomb seal (40). 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the step of selecting 
an easily diffusible element includes selecting an el- 
ement from the group consisting of aluminum, nitro- 
gen, hydrogen and boron. 

3. The method of claim 1 or 2 wherein the step of ex- 
posing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffusible el- 
ement includes applying the diffusible element to 
the honeycomb seal (40) using a vapor phase dep- 
osition process. 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein the step of exposing 
the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffusible element 
at an elevated temperature includes an elevated 
temperature below a temperature for brazing the 
honeycomb seal (40) to a backing plate. 

5. The method of claim 3 wherein the vapor phase 
deposition process is performed at the elevated 
temperature in the range of about 1 750° F - 1 825°F 
for a time of about 4 to about 6 hours. 
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6. A honeycomb seal (40) having reducing cutting en- 
ergy and improving the temperature capability for 
use in a turbine engine, produced by the steps of: 

forming a honeycomb seal (40) from a thin rib- 5 
bon of ductile substrate material; 
selecting an easily diffusible element capable 
of affecting the ductility of the substrate mate- 
rial; and 

exposing the honeycomb seal (40) to the diffus- 10 
ible element at an elevated temperature, there- 
by diffusing the easily diffusible element into the 
substrate material to an effective depth to form 
a frangible coating extending to the effective 
depth overlying the ductile substrate, while *s 
maintaining the effective environmental resist- 
ance of the honeycomb seal (40). 

7. A ribbon material for use as a stationary portion of 

a labyrinth seal (40) used in a turbine engine, the 20 
material comprising: 

a thin strip of ductile superalloy materia! of 
preselected thickness selected from the group 
consisting of nickel, cobalt, and iron based su- 25 
peralloys; and, 

a frangible coating formed by diffusing a light- 
weight diffusible element into the ductile super- 
alloy material to an effective depth, thereby re- 
ducing the cutting energy required when re- 30 
moving material from the ribbon material. 

8. The ribbon material of claim 7 wherein the light- 
weight, diffusible element is selected from the group 
consisting of aluminum, hydrogen and boron. 35 

9. The ribbon material of claim 7 or 8 wherein the coat- 
ing is formed by diffusing the lightweight, diffusible 
element using a vapor phase deposition process. 

40 

10. The ribbon material of claim 7, 8 or 9 wherein the 
vapor phase deposition process is performed at 
about 1 750° F to about 1 825° F for about 4 to about 
6 hours. 
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FIG. 2 




FIG. 4 
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